Summary. The concentrations of luteinizing hormone (LH), growth hormone (GH), oestradiol, testosterone and androstenedione were determined in weekly blood samples obtained from a group of female chickens. The study extended from 6 weeks of age to the sexual maturity of each animal. Clear increases in the concentrations of LH and the steroid hormones in plasma were found during the pre-pubertal period lasting from approximately 12 to 24 weeks of age, and these changes were consistent with previously reported observations on the development of the ovary during this period. The pattern of GH secretion appeared quite different as the concentrations of this hormone in plasma were high in the initial and final periods of observation, but low from approximately 9 to 23 weeks of age. Thus, the pre-pubertal period in the hen is characterized by increases in LH and steroid hormone secretion, but there is no sustained augmentation of GH secretion, making it unlikely that GH directly influences the rapid growth of ovarian tissue during this period.
Summary. The concentrations of luteinizing hormone (LH), growth hormone (GH), oestradiol, testosterone and androstenedione were determined in weekly blood samples obtained from a group of female chickens. The study extended from 6 weeks of age to the sexual maturity of each animal. Clear increases in the concentrations of LH and the steroid hormones in plasma were found during the pre-pubertal period lasting from approximately 12 to 24 weeks of age, and these changes were consistent with previously reported observations on the development of the ovary during this period. The pattern of GH secretion appeared quite different as the concentrations of this hormone in plasma were high in the initial and final periods of observation, but low from approximately 9 to 23 weeks of age. Thus, the pre-pubertal period in the hen is characterized by increases in LH and steroid hormone secretion, but there is no sustained augmentation of GH secretion, making it unlikely that GH directly influences the rapid growth of ovarian tissue during this period. The study commenced at 6 weeks of age with a group of 10 birds and a further 10 birds were added at 11 weeks of age. Blood samples of 10 ml were collected via brachial venepuncture in a heparinized syringue and decanted into icecold tubes. Plasma was separated by centrifugation and stored at -20 °C until required for assays. The mean time of blood collection was approximately 11.00 am, that is, about 3 hrs after the lights came on. Samples were collected every week and were continued for one week after each hen had laid its first egg.
(ii) Hormone assays of plasma samples.
LH : The method of Follett, Scanes and Cunningham (1972) was employed. 100 and 50 él samples were assayed in duplicate using fraction AE1 as labelled hormone and standard and an antiserum (15/8) raised against fraction CM2.
GH : 100 A l samples were assayed according to the method of Harvey and Scanes (1977) .
Oestradiol : 600 él of plasma were extracted and assayed according to the method of Etches, Williams and Rzasa (1984 Sharp (1975) and Williams and Sharp (1977) reported a marked decrease just before the onset of egg-laying but this was not found in the present investigation. Additionally, the values reported here are low compared to other investigations, but these differences may be accounted for by the different ways birds were housed, handled and sampled, or strain differences. The latter has been studied by Scanes et al. (1980) and by Williams (1977) and its appears that both the level and the pattern of changes of LH in the plasma of growing female chicks can vary with the strain. Blood samples for this study were taken in the morning and the possibility therefore arises that the failure to find a fall in plasma levels of LH in point of lay pullets was due to samples being taken at the time of day when pre-ovulatory surges of this hormone occur.
The concentrations of GH in the plasma of immature birds (6-20 weeks) followed a similar pattern of changes to those reported by Harvey et al. (1979) and Scanes et al. (1980) Sharp, 1979 ; Bedrak, Harvey and Chadwick, 1981) . ).
The data presented here for the steroid hormones oestradiol and testosterone do not display any major departures from the profiles described by Tanabe et al. (1981) . However, Senior (1974) found that the pre-pubertal oestradiol increase was followed by a decline during the three weeks before the first egg was laid, but emphasized that variation between individuals was considerable. The results for these steroid hormones and those for androstenedione are consistent with the hypothesis of a progressive increase in the steroidogenic processes of the ovary during sexual maturation. It has been shown previously (Wilson and Sharp, 1975) that the ovary increases in weight one hundredfold in the 9 weeks before sexual maturation while body weight increases only by a factor of 1.75. The timing of the increases in the concentrations of steroid hormones in the plasma for the present data is consistent with this time-scale of ovarian development. A previous report (Williams and Sharp, 1977) phase. La secrétion de GH semble évoluer différemment car sa concentration dans le plasma est élevée dans les premiers et derniers prélèvements de l'essai mais elle reste à un bas niveau de la 9 e à la 23 e semaine d'âge. Au cours de la période précédant la maturité sexuelle, il y a donc une augmentation de la secrétion de LH et des stéroïdes sexuels mais pas de variation de la sécrétion de GH. Nous concluons que la GH n'est probablement pas impliquée dans le contrôle de la croissance rapide des tissus ovariens observée durant cette phase.
